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The proceedings, which from first to last occupied over a year,
were compounded in extremely unequal proportion of thrill and
tedium. Everyone knew that the Commission would never have
been appointed but for the alleged forgeries- Unwarrantably (in the
view of many) though the Commission's province had been extended,
these and nothing else were its true raison d'&tre and the sole branch
of its investigations for which public opinion cared a rush. The
crucial question of the origin of these letters was bound to be raised
at some stage. The Times Counsel, without knowing that the letters
were forgeries, knew that they had beon obtained from Pigott, a
needy blackmailer of the inkiest antecedents ; and as early in the
inquiry as the llth November, 1888, they had had a letter from
Pigott saying in effect that he would make a bad witness.1 They
sought, therefore, by every means in their power to postpone the
investigation of the source of the letters (and the consequent appear-
ance of Pigott in the box) till the eleventh hour : and to employ the
intervening months in an attempt to build up an overwhelming case
against the Land League as a mere cloak and pretext for crime.
When sentiment had been thoroughly inflamed against the National-
ists, they could afford to expose the weaker cards in their own hand*
The unfortunate pedigree of the letters could then be disclosed with
an effect less damaging to their clients' interests and less favourable
to those of the Parnellites, than would otherwise be possible. Parnell
and his Counsel, on the other hand, knew before the proceedings
started that the letters had not only been obtained from Pigott but
forged by Pigott. Their cue was to elicit these matters at the earliest
moment. But in this they were not wholly successful* For the first
five months the inquiry ranged over the chosen ground of the
Attorney-General At last, by February 1889, Sir Richard Webster
had exhausted all the powder and shot, available on these issues,
which even his capacious magazines contained. An attempt still
further to postpone the evil day by interposing the evidence o£
handwriting experts was thwarted, and on 20th February Pigott
was called by The Times. In telling his advocates that he would be
discredited, the poor man had spoken well within the truth. The
feeblest advocate at the Bar, armed with Russell's dossier, could have
scarified him, and Russell was the greatest cross-examiner of his
time. The two days during which the miserable wretch was raked
and pounded by Sir Charles' merciless batteries were more pakxM
1 This letter, as Asquith pointed out in the House of Commons, wa« not dtoclowd
until Pigott was actually in the box, when it was produced in compliance with ft
demand in cross-examination which could not be resisted, (Haroard, Vol* 83$,

